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Jamie Syer, Interviewer 
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Jamie Syer: My name is Jamie Syer, and this is an interview with Margaret (Margie) 
Newman on Dec. 5, 2020 at 11 AM. Due to Covid 19 restrictions, this interview is being 
conducted over Zoom. Welcome, and thank you for participating in the Christ Church Oral 
History project. This interview is being recorded for the Christ Church archives and will be 
made available to researchers. You will be given a transcript of the recording, and will have 
the opportunity to review it and reconsider any portions of the interview at that time. Is that 
all right with you? 


Margie Newman: Yes. 


Jamie: Thanks so much for doing this. I'm really pleased that I could interview you. We can 
go through the list of topics and questions and we can talk about other things as well. 


Margie Newman: Sure. 


Jamie: Firstly, would you talk a bit about your most significant teachers and what their 
influences were on you? 


Margie: This is a very short list. Obviously, your piano teachers and your organ teachers, so 
Florence Gillespie, who taught piano and — 


Jamie: — You studied with Florence Gillespie? 
Margie: I did, all those years. You started with her, did you not? 


Jamie: Well, when we moved to just west of Calgary, I studied with Mrs. Gillespie for just a 
few months and then I went on to Lin Walker. 


Margie: Yes, exactly. I stayed with her the whole time and then, of course, John Searchfield, 
for the organ. Probably, one of the other significant teachers or influences would have been 
Ken Nielsen, at the university, in the choral department and the conducting. 
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Jamie: Yes, he was absolutely remarkable, wasn't he? 
Margie: He really was. 


Jamie: How did they affect the ways that you thought about music, and particularly about 
music in the church? 


Margie: I think the whole music in the church thing, just because I’d been playing the organ 
and then when I came to Christ Church, obviously, it seeps into your bones. I had sung in 
choirs, particularly church choirs from a young age, so church music was something I was 
quite used to. It just became more intense when I was exposed to the wonderful music 
associated with the English Choral tradition. 


Jamie: Yes, that's right. Are there any particular memories of Mr. Searchfield that you'd like 
to share? 


[laugher] 
Jamie: We could spend the rest of the hour on that. 


Margie: We could. We could spend many hours on that. He was a wonderful and fabulous 
teacher. I think he was quite a remarkable teacher. I think that was one of his great gifts that 
maybe people didn't realize as much. Obviously, he had a great and abiding love for choral 
music, and particularly English church music, which I think has obviously rubbed off. He set 
a high standard. When he was in his prime, he was a force to be reckoned with. He certainly 
was eccentric and I was deathly afraid of him, when I first started organ lessons. I used to say 
to my Dad, "Don't leave me alone in the church with him." Dad would creep about in the 
church trying not to be seen, [chuckles] as I had my lesson. I found him very intimidating. 


Jamie: Yes, he was. I always felt that the longer he stayed in Canada, the more English he 
became. 


Margie: Definitely. Yes. [laughs] 


Jamie: He came from that very particular and traditional English church music tradition. Of 
course, he had such an influence on the music at Christ Church, and in that tradition. Did that 
change over the years? 


Margie: Yes, and no. I would say if you compared what we do at Christ Church and look at 
some of the music schemes of cathedrals in England, they're probably not that dissimilar. 
This spills over into some of the other questions for today’s discussion, too. When I first 
started at the church, the choir led all the music. The congregation could sing the hymns, 
which they probably chose not to very often, but the choir did the Psalms, they did the mass 
settings. They did all the music and the congregation just sort of sat there. Now, there's more 
congregational participation. 


We still do choral mass settings, but we also have congregational mass settings. The 
congregation is encouraged to sing the Psalm, so it's more involved for the congregation. We 
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still try to maintain the good choral traditions of Evensong, good mass settings, good 
anthems, in the English tradition. 


Jamie: What aspects of that tradition would you say have changed somewhat? Primarily the 
participation of the congregation in those ways? 


Margie: I would say so. When I look at our music library, we've obviously added to it over 
the years, but it's very much of a type. It's good, solid choral repertoire that is suitable to an 
Anglican service. We did experiment for a while with a contemporary group when we had 
three services in the morning. The eight o'clock has always been the set (said) service and 
then we had a 9:15, and eleven o'clock service. The 9:15 experimented for a number of years 
with a contemporary group every second Sunday. That was piano, sometimes a guitar and 
voices. It had limited success from time to time, I would say. People felt comfortable and 
maybe more encouraged to sing the contemporary songs, I think. I'm not entirely sure, but for 
some various reasons, why that group faded away and that was certainly one of them. (To 
clarify, there were probably several reasons why the contemporary music group did not last. 
The main one was that we eventually combined the 9:15 and 11:00 services, so the need for 
an extra choir was eliminated, and it was hard to maintain the numbers in that small group, so 
it was really dependent on a few singers and a strong leader. Somehow, I think (and this is 
just my personal opinion here) the church is probably more comfortable with the traditional 
music and liturgy that we have. The 1980s were a time of change in the church with the new 
prayer book, etc. and it took us a little while to figure out what was the best fit for us.) The 
choir has always been the predominant music provider at the service. 


Jamie: When did you start working in Christ Church, Margie? 
Margie: 1969. 51 years ago. 
Jamie: Were you studying with Mr. Searchfield by that time? 


Margie: I was. Bruce Wheatcroft was the assistant organist at that time. John [Searchfield] 
had just started in the fall of 1969, at the church. He replaced Terry Fullerton. Bruce 
Wheatcroft was his assistant but we knew that he was leaving to do graduate work in BC. 
John asked if I would come in basically as the organ scholar for that amount of time to learn 
the ropes, and then take over as assistant organist in December 1969. 


Jamie: Can you identify any particular highlights of your career there? Anything in particular 
that stands out either musically or organizationally? 


Margie: Probably, the highlights for the choir would be our choir tours to England. 
Jamie: How many of those did you do? 


Margie: We did one in 1974 with John, and then the rest have been while I've been the music 
director, so 1999, 2002, 2005 and 2011. 


Jamie: I didn't realize that there had been so many tours. 
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Margie: The one that we did with John in 1974, we did many, many cathedrals and did one 
service in each. Subsequently, when we started the ones in 1999, we were effectively the 
choir-in-residence for basically a week at each place or several days at least, so we got the 
feel of the cathedrals. It was a wonderful experience. 


Jamie: How were you received in those places? 
Margie: Very well. We were always asked back, which was encouraging. 
[laughter] 


But it's a wonderful experience for the choir to prepare music at that level and to have 
services in these fabulous buildings, and also just to be singing that much. By the end of three 
weeks, when you've been rehearsing and singing four hours a day, it does wonders for the 
choir. 


Jamie: You must have found it intriguing to play all of those different instruments. 


Margie: Yes. Now latterly I was conducting. We had other organists playing, but I still got to 
get my mittens on the organs from time to time. 


Jamie: Yes, I bet you did. [laughs] Any particular challenges that you remember over the 
years, things that had to be solved or negotiated or managed in some way? 


Margie: Not particularly. By and large, it's always been a very happy relationship at the 
church. We've had some interesting things happen. In 1994, we moved the organ, [chuckles] 
which was a challenge. The Calgary International Organ Festival was having its first round of 
competition at Christ Church. I don't know if you recall that the organ was placed in the east 
end of the chancel when it was put in 1978, but the organ builder, Gabriel Kney, always 
wanted it to be put in the gallery at the back, but the congregation just wasn't prepared to 
have that many changes happen all at once. We had to remove the old organ and put in the 
new organ, so it went in the east end. 


Before this competition began we thought, "Well, maybe now is our chance to move it where 
it was intended to be." We extended the gallery and moved the organ to the back of the 
church, and the choir and the organ are back there now. That was a challenge because we 
didn't start moving it until July and the competition, as I recall, was early October. It had to 
be taken all apart and the pipes stored all over the church and then reassembled and all the 
pipes put back in and made ready in time for the competition. It was a close call, but we made 
it. 


Jamie: When I was at university and studying with Mr.Searchfield, I remember him talking 
about the new organ. I remember him saying that the organ was going to be at the opposite 
end of the church from where it had been, but I guess that didn't happen initially. 


Margie: No. It took from 1978 to 1994 to make the journey back there. 
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Jamie: [laughs] Can you talk a little bit about how you and the Christ Church parish have 
connected with the wider musical scene in Calgary, what that has looked like? Of course, the 
organ competition is one great example. 


Margie: One example of it, that's true. We've had organ recitals there over the years. It's also 
a good venue for smaller concerts. The Early Music Voices have their series there. We've had 
piano recitals. We've had Jane Coop and Jan Lisiecki, and little Kevin Chen has played there. 
It's a good spot for concerts. We have various groups that like to rent it and put their concerts 
on there, the Alberta Winds. It's a good connection to the community that way. We have even 
had the Canadian Brass and the Kings’ Singers perform at the church. 


Jamie: Do you feel that that is part of the pastoral outreach of the church to the community? 
Margie: Very definitely. It's important. 


Jamie: In one church I worked at, the minister always said, "I don't care what brings people 
into this building, because if they come in once they might come back." 


Margie: Exactly, that's very wise. 


Jamie: How would you describe, in a general way, what the music program at Christ Church 
means to the parish, to the people there, to its spiritual life? 


Margie: Well, you might have to ask the congregation about that. 
[laughter] 


It's a huge part of the spiritual life of the church and also of the service. too. I think that, for 
some, often it's the music which takes them to that other place. I think it's an extremely 
important part of the life of the church and of the services. 


Jamie: What about the choir itself? I know that every choir develops a culture or a way of 
thinking about itself, or even a way of imagining how it fits as a group within the larger life 
of the church. What would you say about the Christ Church choir in that regard? 


Margie: Well, first of all, the choir is a family. It's really quite remarkable. Everybody looks 
out for each other and we enjoy ourselves and enjoy being together outside of choir practice 
and outside of Sundays, till COVID comes along and we can't have our choir parties. They're 
a really tight group and members of the choir are also very involved in the parish, too. We've 
got people who are readers and people who do the prayers. The people are involved in 
outreach and all the other aspects of church life. Really the choir is I think, one of the 
linchpins of the church. 


Jamie: Have there been things that have changed in the culture of the choir over the years 
you've been there? 


Margie: Well, I think that the choir has always been a very tight group, but the involvement 
in the church has changed. For a number of years, probably there were quite a few members 
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of the choir who just showed up to sing on Thursday and Sunday and went home. Now the 
church is really part of their whole spiritual home and that has changed. 


Jamie: You're saying that some members of the choir, through their membership in the choir 
have become more involved with the spiritual life of the church? 


Margie: Very definitely. 


Jamie: What about choir recruitment? Has the membership stayed the same, are there a lot of 
people coming and going, how does that work? 


Margie: No, it's amazing. We've got people in the choir who have been there 45 years. We've 
had children who were singing in the youth choir, come into the adult choir, and have stayed 
with it for a number of years. Our numbers are good. In healthy times, we have 38 people in 
the choir. It's amazing that people have stuck with it that long. 


Jamie: Oh, I don't think it's amazing. I think it's a reflection of how important it is for them 
and for everyone. 


Margie: When John first went there, there were section leads, and then over the years for 
economic reasons, we had to stop having paid section leads. For years and years and years, it 
was strictly 100% volunteer choir. As some of the choristers have gotten older and wanting to 
spend more time doing things perhaps on a weekend that don't involve church always, we 
have re-instituted section leads. We have seven paid section leads right now: young people 
who are looking to further their career. It's a great opportunity for them. It's a good 
opportunity for us. 


In fact, they're the ones that have been providing all the music during this time. We prerecord 
our services with the section leads and that way they get a little bit of income and we get 
some music. 


Jamie: Frits wanted me to ask you about the boys' choir. When was the boys' choir in 
operation and when did that come to an end? 


Margie: Well, when I started that at the church in '69, the boys' choir was up and running and 
had been for quite a number of years. At that point, they rehearsed twice a week and then 
sang on Sundays. Then there was a separate girls' choir, as well. The boys' choir came to an 
end sometime in the 1990s, I would think. Our sons were in the boys' choir in the early ‘90s, 
so it probably ended in the late '90s. 


We combined the two choirs because often there would be a boy in the boys' choir and a girl 
in the girls' choir in the same family and the parents were running back and forth to 
rehearsals, and the numbers were dwindling somewhat. We thought, "Well, let's see what will 
happen." We had a pretty good idea of what would happen, we expected that the boys would 
probably fade away and it would just become a girls' choir. Also, when we combined the 
services, there was no need for a separate girls’ choir and boys’ choir. The girls used to sing at 
the 9:15 service, so when that was combined with the 11:00 service it made sense to have one 
youth choir. 
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For a while, that was the case, but then up until COVID, we had a youth choir — it's very 
small, but there are both boys and girls in it. There's still a youth choir of sorts. 

Jamie: What ages does that choir include? 


Margie: Anybody. We’ve had them as young as six, and in the youth choir, we had one girl 
who was in grade 12 this year, so quite a large span of ages. 


Jamie: Were there any other singing opportunities or choral or musical opportunities that I'm 
forgetting to ask about? You mentioned the contemporary ensemble that was there for a 
while. Is there anything else that I should be asking you about past or current groups? 


Margie: I don't think so. There's the choir and the boys' choir and the girls' choir and the 
contemporary choir, which had various names depending who was leading it. It was 
Dayspring, or it was Cornerstone, or I think it was called Lyme [?] at one point. It had 
various iterations. I think that's all. 


Jamie: Tell us, about the organ, Margie. What's special about it? How is the musical life of 
the parish influenced by that particular instrument? 


Margie: Well, the organ is a tracker organ, so it's direct mechanical action and it's the biggest 
tracker organ in Calgary. There's a sister organ to it at Robertson Wesley up in Edmonton. It 
was built by Gabriel Kney and installed in 1978. They came to the church and assembled it 
on-site and installed it, voiced it. As I said, we moved it in 1994. It's a very good recital 
instrument. It's not what I would call the easiest instrument to accompany choral singing in 
the English tradition. You know the nice woolly comforting —? 


Jamie: Yes. I know. 

Margie: We don't get that with this organ. It's a little bit brittle. [laughs] 

Jamie: You would have had the warm wooly sound with the previous Casavant. 
Margie: Absolutely. Yes. We would have that. 

Jamie: Because I remember that instrument too. 

Margie: It was sold to a church in Texas for the same amount that we paid for it in 1925. 
Jamie: That's a pretty good investment. 

Margie: It was. 


Jamie: [laughs] I understand what you're saying about the qualities of the tracker instrument 
and particularly its relationship to choral or even congregational singing. Has that influenced 
your choice of music, then? 


Margie: Sometimes. We've always been lucky to have people that have been able to play it 
and manage it. Well, you know John Bouz, for example. 
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Jamie: I do. I was going to ask you about John Bouz. 


Margie: I've never heard any organist with a greater gift of registration and apart from all his 
other many, many gifts. I keep saying to David Pickett, our rector, "I really don't think John 
knows how talented he is." [laughs] 


Jamie: John was, I think without reservation, the most talented student I've ever had. 


Margie: I'm not surprised. He is certainly the best organist we've ever had in the church. He's 
tremendous. 


Jamie: You were talking about whether the new organ influenced the kind of music that was 
chosen? 


Margie: Possibly to a degree, but as I said, we've been working with organists who've been 
able to register it in such a way that it sounds more authentic than you would've believed it 
possible. 


[laughter] 


Jamie: Do you remember if there was a noticeable change in the kind of music that was used 
in the church when the Casavant left and the Kney arrived? 


Margie: I do remember that. Not particularly, I think maybe some of the woolier or English 
anthems, the Wesley and things like that, where they’re thick, we probably didn't do as much. 
Now, I think you probably wouldn't do them just because they've lost some of their lustre 
over the years. 


Jamie: Yes. Style has changed. 


Margie: Yes, it has. There are other anthems that can be substituted in that are much more 
effective. 


Jamie: How was the new instrument integrated into the liturgy of the church? Was that a 
challenge? 


Margie: Yes and no. Mostly because of its placement. Because the altar had to be moved 
forward to incorporate the organ at the back of the church, but it was still such a visible 
presence that a lot of people weren't really that thrilled. I remember talking to one member of 
the congregation. He said, "I don't know if I like this. I've never worshiped an organ before." 


[laughter] 


It was a little bit of a distraction. In that way, I think it's better that it is in the back of the 
church, so you're not staring at all these pipes. 


Jamie: It must've been an adjustment for the choir to move to the west end of the church. 
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Margie: It was, but actually it was easier acoustically because of the construction of the 
church. The chancel ceiling is much lower and the chancel itself is narrower so the sound was 
sort of trapped in there. It's much more rewarding to sing from the gallery. 


Jamie: Do you incorporate other instruments into the musical life of the church, other than in 
the contemporary ensemble. Are there still instruments used other than the organ? 


Margie: From time to time, if we're doing a particular piece that has a cello part or violin or 
an oboe, yes. Not on a regular basis, but as required. 


Jamie: Did the music change with the rectors? I'm particularly interested in Herbert 
O'Driscoll's tenure, but maybe there are other examples. 


Margie: Well, not really. We've had rectors that are more supportive of the music program 
than others, but we've been really lucky that they've all been very supportive and encouraging 
of the music program. Herb was wonderful. Not only just with the hymns he wrote, but he 
was also very interested in what we were doing. On a Sunday, he would actually read the text 
before we would sing it or say a little bit about the poetry in it so that the congregation had 
more insight. He was very, very encouraging. Certainly, the rector we have now, David 
Pickett, comes from a singing background. You can throw as much music into the service as 
you want and he says, "Yes, please.” It’s very gratifying. 


Jamie: When Herb was writing hymns, he was part of what is sometimes called the British 
hymn explosion. There were all those hymns by Fred Pratt Green and others. Did you notice 
if that had an effect on the music that you used or on the congregational singing in the 
church? 


Margie: Not so much, no. Certainly, they would be incorporated where appropriate, but not 
that it changed anything dramatically. No. Paula, his wife was in the choir and she was a 
great addition. She's a lovely contralto. 


Jamie: Yes, I last saw them in Victoria. 
Margie: Oh, did you? 


Jamie: Yes. I hope they're both still well. That was a number of years ago now that I saw 
them. 


Margie: We saw them last, actually, strangely enough, in the airport, in Calgary, in February. 
We had just flown back from Vancouver and they were coming for a family occasion and 
they were on the flight that had come in just after ours. We had a nice visit in the airport. 


Jamie: They're remarkable people. 
Margie: They really are. 


Jamie: Here's an impossible question. Can you talk about the place of music within the 
Anglican tradition? 
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Margie: It's huge. It's an enormous part of the Anglican tradition right from the mass settings 
to the anthems, to the way the services are structured. Evensong, itself, is basically a 
completely sung service. The scope for music in the Anglican church is probably bigger than 
any other one I would think. 


Jamie: When you're choosing an anthem or other music for the services, how do you tie that 
to the theology, or to the lectionary, or how do you integrate the music? 


Margie: Well, the first thing I do is I sit down with the readings. I go through them and try 
and figure out what they're about and what I can pick that will reflect them or add to them. 
That goes for the hymns as well. The hymns are all based on the readings to the extent that I 
can do it. The anthems, as well. Really, the only thing that you can be freewheeling on is the 
mass setting. The Psalms are set. As I said, I was trying to pick the anthems that will go with 
at least one of the readings or reflect the general theme of the day and the hymns, as well. 


Jamie: Do you and the rector talk about that? 


Margie: No. Actually, I've been very, very lucky it's never been music by committee. I pick 
what I think is appropriate and give them the list and they say, "Okay." [laughs] I’m very 
fortunate. 


Jamie: That sounds fabulous. Do you have any favourite or any particular Anglican 
composers of music, anthems, or other material that you felt particularly attracted to over the 
years? 


Margie: Oh, yes. Well, the British composers, I would say probably, Herbert Howells for a 
start would be top of the list. At Christmas time, of course, you can't beat a John Rutter carol. 
There are more contemporary composers now, too. I think Morton Laurenson, Paul Halley in 
Nova Scotia — we've done a number of his works. Well, going back, you still can't beat 
Mendelssohn and Bach and Handel, and all the good solid repertoire that comes from 
tradition. 


Jamie: How would you describe the changes that you've noticed in Anglican music over the 
last 40 or 50 years? 


Margie: Well, certainly I think the English Anglican music for a while was that kind of 
angular, jagged, discordant music, sort of all crunchy, and it seems to have changed 
somewhat now. It seems to be more lush, and I would say more accessible to the 
congregation. I think probably some of the texts are better. 


Jamie: How would you say they're better? 


Margie: Well, I guess it's like hymns, too. A lot of the hymns and the texts of other anthems 
are dated, so more contemporary anthems and the more contemporary hymns are more 
appropriate to today. They speak to people in a way that is better and more effective than 
some of the others, like John Bell and some of the things that he does with the Iona group, his 
texts are very appropriate. 
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Jamie: It's partly a question of language and it's partly a question of the theology sometimes, 
isn't it? 


Margie: It is. The odd time when you get really good text and good music combined, you've 
stumbled on a winner. It doesn't always happen, but it's wonderful when it does. 


Jamie: What most excites you about music at Christ Church, right now? I mean, excepting 
the fact that we can't actually make music together. 


Margie: In real times, what excites me most about the music at Christ Church would be just 
the challenge of finding something that we can do that's going to be suitable to the service, 
that's going to provide a challenge to the choir, and that the congregation will appreciate. It's 
sort of a hunt. 


Also, just dealing with the people, too. The choir is a great source of energy and support for 
everyone and me, too. 


Jamie: And stories and anecdotes. 


Margie: Absolutely, yes like setting someone's hair on fire at the beginning of Advent 
procession and things like that. [chuckles] 


Jamie: Well, I'm glad to hear that you still use real candles. 
Margie: Yes. 
Jamie: Do you see any significant changes in the near future in the music at Christ Church? 


Margie: Not for us. We have a strong clergy who support the music. The congregation 
supports the music, but I know there are churches around where this isn't the case, that music 
has changed significantly. You hear of churches where they've got rid of their whole choral 
library because there's either no interest in it, or you can't find the singers, but we've been 
lucky and hopefully, this will continue for some time to come. 


Jamie: Well, music is such a part of the tradition at Christ Church. You can't think about 
Christ Church without immediately thinking about music. 


Margie: Well, it certainly is a big part of it, definitely. 
Jamie: What do you wish that I had asked you Margie? 
[laughter] 


Margie: Oh, gosh, I can't think of anything else. I think you've covered it all. I was looking at 
the list of questions and it was very comprehensive. No, the whole music is very important. 
It's important certainly to me. I hope it's as important to other people, I think it is. It's a great 
blending of everything that goes on there, so it's wonderful to be part of it. 
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Jamie: That's great, and may I say, they're lucky to have you and to have had you there for so 
many years. 

Margie: Well, I keep saying, “Kick me out when you've had enough.” 

[laughter] 

Jamie: Thanks a lot, Margie. This was great fun for me. 


Margie: Thank you. 
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